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A Night to Remember - Eric Crouch becomes the first NU QB to 
garner the most prestigious award in all of college sports. 


No Time for Second Thoughts — Now that he’s decided to be a 
Husker, Eric Crouch has unfinished business at Millard North on his mind. 


22 An Apology to Eric — One sportwriter’s wrong choice. 


Comeback Kid — How super sub Eric Crouch went from agonizing 
heartbreak, to stardom, to starter. 


HA Eric the Red — In ‘98, he debuted; In ‘99, he detonated; In ‘00, he 
dominated. 


70 The Play — You can’t stop Crouch, you can only hope to contain him. 
OU did that but still lost. 


| THROUGH THE YEARS | ROUGH THE YEARS 


1998 — Crouch debuts and sparkles, despite injuries and an overall down 
year for Nebraska football. 


4 1999 — A year for Crouch and the Huskers to remember, but they were 
so close to so much more. 


2000 — Crouch leads the Huskers as the No. 1 team through much of 
the season before NU stumbles, but they finish in style by mauling 
Big 10 champs in bowl game. 


2001 — The mega-star becomes a legend by winning the Heisman and 
taking his team to the national championship in the Rose Bowl. 


Cover — NU QB Eric Crouch hoists the Heisman in NYC. Photo by Simon Russell. 


Back Cover — Eric has left the building. Crouch runs off the field after the 1999 
Big 12 Championship in San Antonio. Photo by Lincoln Journal-Star. 
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Raila dl | Eric Crouch becomes the first NU QB to 
_ garner the most prestigious award in all 
of college sports 


By Jimmy Sheil 


TL. votes were all in and now the announcement was imminent. 

All the Heisman Trophy finalists fidgeted quietly—Oregon’s Joey 
Harrington, Miami's Ken Dorsey, Florida’s Rex Grossman and 
Nebraska’s Eric Crouch at the Marriott Marquis in New York City. 

What would separate one QB from the rest? All of the quarter- 
backs came from dominate teams and had gaudy stats. Maybe it 
would be the first thing that popped into the minds of voters about 
the quarterbacks. 

Crouch? He had two—the 95-yard run versus Missouri and the 
reception against Oklahoma on a trick play. 

Harrington? One very big one—the billboard in Times Square. 


Dorsey? Nothing really. The prevailing wisdom that he was not 
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even one of the top three on his team. And the no one wanted to give 
it to another Gino Toretta—a good QB on a great team. 

Grossman? Big numbers but the awful mid-season performance 
and a second loss. 

Some predicted the closest race ever and they were close as 
Crouch beat out Grossman by the fourth closest margin ever—62 
points. Also, the closest in 15 years since Bo Jackson got by lowa’s 
Chuck Long. Incidentally the ceremony was not held at the traditional 
Downtown Athletic Club. The DAC has been closed since the Sept. 11 
terrorist attacks because of its proximity to the World Trade Center. 

Crouch became the third Heisman Trophy winner in Nebraska 
history along with Johnny Rodgers in 1972 and Mike Rozier in 1983. 
The closest a NU quarterback had come to winning was Tommie 
Frazier with a second place finish to Eddie George in 1995. 

Crouch garnered 770 points, including 162 first-place votes, 
beating Grossman’s 708. Miami's Dorsey was third with 638 points 
and Harrington totaled 364. 

While the others all had the arms, Crouch knew where his 
strength lay. 

“My best asset has always been my legs,” Crouch said. 

Crouch’s strong showing across the country proved to be the 
difference. He won the Southwest region. Crouch’s strong runner-up 
showing to Dorsey in the Northeast proved pivotal. 

What made Crouch such an attractive candidate across the board. 

“T think that when the voters looked at Eric,” Husker 
Coach Frank Solich said, “they looked at him as the complete 
football player.” 

Crouch completed 105 of 189 passes for 1,510 yards this season, 
but he did the most damage on the ground. His 59 career rushing 
touchdowns set an NCAA record, and this season he gained 1,115 
yards running Nebraska’s option. But his biggest play may have come 
on a reception in a clash with Oklahoma. 

On the aforementioned trick play against then No. 1 Oklahoma, 


he snuck out of the backfield, hauled in a pass and outran the 
Gill and Crouch 
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secondary for a 63-yard TD to give the Huskers a comfortable 
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20-10 lead late in the fourth quarter. 


Could any of the other QBs have bailed their team out in such a way? 

But the play that most impressed his position coach, Turner Gill, 
happened earlier in the season in Columbia, Mo., when Crouch went 
end zone to end zone after dropping back to pass and scrambling. 

“It showed his change of direction, his burst, his speed, his 
endurance,” said Gill. He went on to call Crouch the best ever to play 
the position at NU. But the newest Heisman winner pointed at Gill as 
the best ever and said they may have to argue about it someday. 

Even so the winner was a little stunned. 

“T never thought this would happen in a million years,” 


Crouch said. 
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BREAKDOWN OF HEISMAN TROPHY VOTING: 


Player 

Eric Crouch 
Rex Grossman 
Ken Dorsey 


/ 


Joey Harrington 


School 
Nebraska 
Florida 
Miami 


Oregon 


1st 


162 


137 


109 


54 


2nd 


98 


105 


i222 


68 


3rd_‘ Total 
88 770 
87 708 
67 638 
66 364 
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be a Husker, Eric Crouch 
has unfinished business at 
Millard North on his.mind 


Photos by Eric Francis 


By Kevin Warneke ric Crouch finally has some order in his life. 

Not that he really minded all the fuss over his ability to run the 
option. It’s just that Crouch wants to focus all his energy on bringing 
a state football championship to Millard North High School during 
the coming season. 

Crouch’s decision to keep his quarterbacking skills in Nebraska 
meant Husker Coach Tom Osborne had nabbed another homegrown 
hero. His decision also meant the three dozen other schools after his 
services could back off. 

Crouch finally can concentrate on football. 

“That was always my intention — to get this decision out of the 
way early,” Crouch said, “so I could focus on the season ahead. All 


the attention was getting a little old. 
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“I’m most comfortable with my decision. J don’t have any 
second thoughts.” 

With his future defined, Crouch can concentrate on helping 
Millard North improve upon its semi-final finish in last year’s state 
football playoffs, he said. Crouch went down with a sprained ankle in 
the Mustangs’ 35-0 loss to Millard South. 

The ankle is fine, Crouch said, and the Mustangs are ready. 
Crouch said the offensive line will be bigger and stronger, the 
Mustang receivers faster. With 16 returning starters, the Mustangs will 
be among the favorites to take the Class A title. 

“Sixteen starters — that’s a lot of experience,” he said. “With last 
year’s loss, we’re going to be hungry. Real hungry.” 

Millard North Coach Fred Petito said the Mustangs are in good 
hands with Crouch behind center. The Mustang offense is geared 
around its quarterback, the coach said, and Crouch has proven to be 
an outstanding leader. 

Petito has preached patience to his quarterback. At times, Crouch 
has become frustrated when opposing defenses executed better than 
the Mustang offense and temporarily shut it down. 

“T tell him to keep trying. Pretty soon we'll figure out the 
answer.” Then, watch out. Crouch, 6-foot-1 and 190 pounds, finished 
his junior season with 1,960 yards rushing, another 785 passing. He 
accounted for nearly four dozen touchdowns. 

“Those are some impressive numbers,” his coach said, with better 
times ahead. 

Petito won't use statistics to predict the kind of season he sees 
Crouch having. “We’re going to have the ball in his hands. I'll tell you 
this: He will be very effective.” 

Petito said he remembers when Crouch first walked into the 
Millard North weight room before his freshman season. Petito soon 
realized Crouch had all the ingredients — persistence, athletic ability, 
intelligence and attitude — to follow in a long list of outstanding 
Millard North quarter backs. 

“He’s the model for what you want in a kid.” 


He’s also the model for what three dozen football programs 
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wanted in a quarterback. The 
letters started coming during 
Crouch’s sophomore season, 
as did the telephone calls to 
his coach. 

Harvard was first in line; 
others, including Miami, soon 
followed. Auburn was one of the 
last. Recruiters called Petito, 
encouraging him to encourage 
his quarterback to return 
their calls. 

Crouch always did. He soon 
narrowed his list to Notre Dame, 
Ohio State and Nebraska. 

Petito said he steered clear 
of trying to influence Crouch’s 
decision. He merely told his quarterback to explore how each school 
could help him academically, physically and socially. Then, he told 
Crouch to seek his parents’ advice. 

Notre Dame and Ohio State recruiters told Crouch he had the arm 
to thrive in their pass-oriented offenses. Ohio State’s campus was 
impressive, as was its tradition of sending quarterbacks to the 
National Football League. 

“That kind of interested me.” 

Then, there was Nebraska. His home state. The place where folks 
talk about football and little else. 

While attending Nebraska’s summer football camp, Crouch 
recalled, quarterbacks coach Turner Gill kept encouraging him to 
become a Husker. Crouch said he wasn’t sure what Gill meant. “Was 
he talking about walking on? Was he talking about a full-ride four- 
year scholarship?” 

Finally, Crouch asked for clarification. He liked the response 
he received. 


Crouch held off making his decision final until July. He first 
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teased Husker coaches and fans by announcing he was leaning 
toward Nebraska. He waited another nine days to announce he 
would be a Husker. 

A deciding factor was Osborne’s invitation in June for Crouch to 
bring his mother, Susan, and his little brother, Kyle, to visit. They met 
in Osborne’s office and Crouch remembers what the coach told his 
mother. “We like Eric. We think he can do a lot of good things here.’” 

Osborne also told Crouch that if he could earn a spot among the 
top three quarterbacks on Nebraska’s depth chart next year, he 
wouldn't have to redshirt. Crouch said he plans to do all he can next 
year to hold Osborne to his word. That means finding his place 
among the other Husker quarterbacks — Scott Frost, Jeff Perino, 
Frankie London, Monte Christo, Clint Finley and fellow freshman 
Bobby Newcombe. 

“There’s going to be some tough competition. I think I’m ready 
for that. Everybody’s got different qualities. I think I can go in there 
and compete with the other quarterbacks. If I do the better job, 
hopefully I'll get to play.” 

For now, Crouch isn’t concerned about making Husker fans forget 
about Tommie Frazier. Someday, he'll have the chance to play before 
76,000 football-crazed fans. Until then, he hopes the thousands at Lyle 


Buell Stadium on Friday nights will see Millard North come up a winner. 


“None of us liked losing that one game last year. It hurts.” 

Bobby Burton, a recruiting analyst, said the Huskers landed a 
prize when Crouch committed. Burton, of the National Recruiting 
Advisor based in Austin, Texas, lists Crouch as the fourth best pass- 
run quarterback in the nation. 

Burton said he started hearing Crouch’s name last year. Then, he 
received a highlight film from Petito. Burton was convinced. 

“He is the most well-schooled option quarterback I’ve seen in a 
long time.” 

Burton didn’t stop there. “He is an extremely talented athlete.” 

Nebraska fans, however, shouldn’t look for Crouch to change the 


Husker program. “Nebraska just won two national championships. 


You don’t want to change a program like that,” Burton said. nsm 
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EVEN THEN E.C. 
WAS ALL THAT 


As a 15-year-old sophomore Crouch 
made quite an impression 


By Tony Boone 


Photos by Eric Francis 
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(seemed like a legitimate question at 
the time. 

Why would you move your senior 
starting quarterback to split end and start a 
sophomore under center while your team 
is fighting for a playoff spot? 

| asked Millard North football coach 
Fred Petito that question before the 
Mustangs’ game against Omaha Westside 
on Oct. 21, 1994, at Buell Stadium 
in Omaha. 

His answer was that the sophomore 
was too good of an athlete to not be on 
the field somewhere. So senior Dale Barr 
moved to wide receiver and 15-year-old 
Eric Crouch became the Mustangs’ 
quarterback. 

Early in the season, finding a spot for 
Crouch wasn’t a problem. Senior safety 
Lance Bailey was out of the lineup due to 
injury so Crouch started at defensive back. 

When Bailey returned prior to the 
Council Bluffs Abraham Lincoln game, 
Crouch moved to the other side of the ball. 

The Lynx didn’t provide much of a test 
for the young signal-caller, but Westside 
could've been a different story. The 
Warriors were 4-3 and leading their district 
heading into the next-to-last game of the 
season. Millard North was 5-2 and scram- 
bling for a playoff spot. 

The Mustangs had two good backs to 
support their young quarterback. Before the 
game, I’m sure the Warriors were more 
concerned about the damage Tom Brady 
and Jay Uphoff could do than they were 
about a skinny kid making just his second 
varsity start under center. 

Who was this Crouch kid anyway? 
The Metro Conference and the entire view- 
ing audience for the O2TV Game-ol-the- 
Week, for which | was the play-by-play 
announcer, was about to find out. 

It didn’t take Crouch long to show 
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everyone that he was going to be something 
special, On his first drive, Crouch led the 
Mustangs on a 16-play, 71-yard scoring 
march to take an early 7-0 lead. 

That drive displayed nearly everything 
the future Heisman Trophy winner had in 
his arsenal. 

On his first carry, Crouch darted 11 
yards for a first down on an option play to 
the left side. On a similar play later in the 
drive, he broke out of a tackle two yards 


behind the line of scrimmage and spun 


away for a two-yard gain. 

On a fourth-and-two play from the 
Warrior 35, Crouch threw a seven-yard 
bullet to receiver Nick Flynn to keep the 
drive alive. 

Then the sophomore capped the drive 
with a 16-yard TD run on an option to the 
right. On the play, Crouch faked a handoff 
to his fullback and headed down the line. 
As the defensive end crashed down on 
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him, Crouch slipped then put his left hand 
down to regain his balance, cut back 
against the grain and blew by everyone 
into the end zone. 

One drive, captured on local cable 
television, and the next Metro Conference 
star was born. 

Crouch added to his electrifying 
performance by throwing two touchdown 
passes to Greg Deines in the final minute 
of the first half to give Millard North a 
24-3 lead. 

The first came on a pass down the 
middle, which Crouch delivered above the 
head of the Westside safety and the 6-foot-4 
Deines went up and got it, then outraced 
the secondary for a 58-yard score. 

After a Warrior turnover, Crouch hit 
Deines again on a 20-yard fade pass for 
a TD as the gun sounded to end the 
second quarter. 

Early in the fourth quarter, he scored 
again on the option from seven yards out, 
breaking a tackle at the three and diving 
over a defender at the goal line. 

On the day, Crouch rushed 16 times 
for 87 yards and two scores and threw for 
118 yards and two more TDs. He sat for 
the final eight minutes as the Mustangs 
completed a 38-3 rout. 

Crouch went on to have a stellar high 
school career. As a junior, he tallied more 
than 2,700 yards of total offense and had a 
hand in 38 touchdowns. He had 1,900 
total yards despite missing, nearly three 
games as a senior. 

But il was the Westside game during 
his sophomore year that Crouch became 
a star. 

There’s an old saying that states “You 
never get a second chance to make a 
first impression.” 

Eric Crouch never needed that second 


chance, nsm 
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Crouch debuts and 
sparkles, despite injuries 
and an overall down year 
for Nebraska football 


By Jimmy Sheil 


Photos by Eric Francis and Bob Berry 
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he 1998 Spring Game was a coronation of Bobby 

Newcombe-the guy with Turner’s arm and Tommie’s moves 

and his own blazing speed. On the first play from scrimmage 
in the Spring Game, Newcombe took an option to the house. Later, he 
tossed for a couple more TDs before the sun-drenched crowd of 
60,000 went home from the scrimmage thinking they had seen the 
future of Husker football. 

They had, but it wasn’t Newcombe. 

It was the gamer from Millard North. Eric Crouch did turn some 
heads that day, but many thought “Yeah Eric looked OK, but did you 
see Bobby?” 

Crouch began the season at second string and injuries hit the QB 
position hard throughout the season. Newcombe injured his knee in 
the opener, and Crouch started the Huskers’ second game versus 
UAB. He became the first Omaha native to start at OB for the Huskers 
since Bob Churchich in 1964. In that win he was 11 of 17 passing for 
127 yards and rushed for 74 yards and two scores, including a 59 
yarder, the longest since 1990 by a Husker QB. 

The next week versus Cal he ran for two first-half TDs before 
injuring his hamstring. He saw limited action in the next four games. 
Also, during that time Newcombe’s injury was deemed serious 
enough for him to be sidelined the rest of the year. 

Senior Monte Christo was the healthiest and most experienced, 
and earned the start versus Texas. Crouch replaced Christo and 
almost led the Huskers to a come-from-behind victory rushing for 
108 yards. This was the first time people saw he could produce in a 
so-called “big game.” 

However, his actions after the game is what teammates and fans 
remembered. After giving the Huskers a second-half lead, Crouch had 
the Huskers inside the five yard-line, but he was held up and stripped 
of the ball. The ‘Horns marched down the field for the go-ahead 
score. After the game Crouch was the first player to address the 
media and said the loss was on his shoulders, not even hinting about 
the defensive lapses that enabled Texas to get the W. 


The following week he rushed for 91 yards in the annual Husker 
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pasting of Iowa State (Crouch’s four margins vs. ISU—35,35, 22, 34), 
and set up a showdown with No. 1 Kansas State and Heisman 
hopeful Michael Bishop in Manhattan, Kan. Crouch outplayed 

the athletic Bishop, but just like when Tommie Frazier outplayed 
Heisman winner Charlie Ward in the 1994 Orange Bowl, the 
Huskers lost. 

Crouch led the Huskers on an opening TD drive in what would 
be a back and forth game. Crouch had given the Huskers the late lead 
with a TD pass to Sheldon Jackson but KSU marched down the field 
for the winning points. On the day Crouch threw for 139 yards and 
three TDs. He ran for 108 yards. Bishop had three fumbles and one 
interception. 

The next week versus Colorado, Crouch led the Huskers to his 
first of three wins (four, if you count the BCS) against the Buffs. 

In the Holiday Bow] versus Arizona, Crouch led a fourth quarter 
comeback topped off by a pretty pass and catch to tight end Tracey 
Wistrom. But again the opposition mounted a late fourth quarter 
drive and defeated the Huskers. 

In eight games for the 1998 season, including six starts, Crouch 
rushed for 459 yards and five TDs in eight games. He completed 
49 of 101 passes for 601 yards, with four TDs and four interceptions. 
He led the team with 1,060 yards of total offense. 

After the season, most Husker fans felt it was still Newcombe’s job, 


but the Huskers would be OK with Crouch as a senior in 2001. nsm 
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AN APOLOGY TO ERIC 


Dear Eric, 

I was wrong about you, and I’m sorry. 

My first real impression of you—and I don’t count watching you 
run the option or the 100-meter dash for Millard North—came at 
Media Day 1998, the day the first team of the Frank Solich era was 


officially introduced to the press. 


There was Solich, eyes twinkling, partly nervous to answer so 


aw 
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many questions; partly thrilled it was finally his turn. There was some 
Husker players, some coming in well dressed, and some in athletic 
gear. There were the usual gang of reporters—print guys who 
couldn't speak and TV guys who couldn’t think. 

Me, I spent most of my time watching the two QBs, trying to get a 
feel for who should be handed the keys to the Husker offense for the 
next few years. 

Bobby Newcombe? 

Or you, Eric Crouch? 

I decided on Newcombe. 

Not you. 

Newcombe seemed mature beyond his years that day. He looked 
like a teacher, in his glasses and conservative attire. Sounded like one, 
too. Spoke softly, thoughtfully. Patiently took turns with every hack 
with a pen and notebook, answering the same questions over and 
over, pretending they were new each time. 

He was calm, cool, confident. 

To me, he was the next Turner Gill. 

You? 

Just something about you didn’t seem right to me. Too pretty, 
perhaps. Too young. Seemed more like a partier, a skirt chaser, who 
just happened to be blessed with lightning-quick legs. 

Yeah, I decided, Newcombe’s the guy. You'll make a good safety 
or wingback. So I went back to the office and hammered out a column 
extolling the virtues of Mr. Newcombe. He’s the right choice, I 
assured my readers. He’s the one. 

Solich thought so, too. 

Newcombe, we remember, started the ’98 season, got hurt and 
was never the same—physically or mentally. Fast forward past that 
tumultuous season, to the QB debate that followed. Newcombe vs. 
Crouch, to be settled in practice. 

Newcombe wins. Good choice, I said, still loyal to Newcombe 
and happy my published opinions had been proven astute. 


But the Newcombe I expected never really arrived. Perhaps it was 
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that nagging leg injury. Or perhaps he never really was the leader 
type I pegged him for that Media Day. Or maybe a little of both. 

The Bobby Newcombe Era never took. 

We all remember how you took the news, don’t we? 

Went home, to your old coach, the security of your old school, 
where there you'd always be the starter. Went to Mom. Almost quit. 
That day, I was sure I was right about you. A leader? No way. 

Funny how things turn out, isn’t it? 

You lead NU to a 12-1 record in 1999, just a fumble away from a 
national championship game in your first full season as a starter— 
despite the team not possessing near the firepower wielded by NU’‘s 
three ‘90s title squads. 

But 2000, where NU went 10-2, was where I really learned how 
wrong I was. 

There you were, doing your thing, game after game, play after 


play. The Solich game plan essentially made you the starting QB and 


I-back. Perhaps that was wise—perhaps it’d have been different had 
another big-play threat been in the backfield. Right or wrong, you just 
kept gutting it out. Kept getting hit. Kept getting up. Kept running 
hard. Never complained. Never called out a teammate on the field. 
Never whined to the refs. Never disrespected your coaches. Never 
took a day off. 

You, a warrior? The same guy I wrote off as a pretty boy a couple 
years earlier? 

It became pretty clear how fitting it was you wore No. 7. You had 
more in common with No. 7 Scott Frost—humble, hard-working 
genius/warrior—than No. 15 Tommie Frazier—fearless, cocky 
genius / winner. 

And then there was Newcombe. We all had seen signs he was a 
pouter, a sulker, a loner on the sideline. Maybe even a quitter. But it 
wasn’t politically correct to say out loud until Oct. 28, 2000. The play 
in Norman. Remember the one? You throw an interception and 
Newcombe, I swear, seemed pretty pleased. As OU’s Derrick Strait 
hauled the ball in and began weaving through Huskers toward the 


end zone, Newcombe all but blocked for him. Might as well have 


me —————— 
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pulled up a lawn chair and ordered an iced tea. 

It wasn’t the interception I remember, or the return, or the frenzied 
Owen Field crowd screaming in my ears. It was Newcombe, not trying 
to tackle the guy. His body language said it all: “I don’t care.” 

A few months later, he confirmed it — badmouthing NU, Solich, 
you and pretty much anyone in red to some reporter somewhere. 

He was deliberately left out of the offense, apparently a victim of 
some conspiracy, he cried. 


Those key plays Newcombe made to help NU to a last-second 


win over Colorado in his last home game? Hauling in those perfect 
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darts you fired his way? Those “got me pretty angry,” Newcombe 
said. “They only threw to me when it became desperate.” 

Okie-dokey, Bobby. 

Newcombe’s last bowl game, Solich went out of his way to send 
him out in style—Newcombe caught a TD and threw for another. But 
Newcombe’s lasting memory of the game? Three times, he says, when 
you didn’t throw his way when he was open. 

Wow. Guess that’s the class I thought I had seen. 

Then Newcombe got hilarious. Said his underuse cost him “about 
4 million dollars” in NFL money. 

Then it got better. 

He cared so little at Nebraska, he said, that he “even dozed off on 
the sidelines at times.” 

So here is Newcombe’s argument: “I was unhappy, isolated, 
didn’t care and occasionally fell asleep on the sidelines, but, uh, they 
should have made me the center of their offense.” 

I picked this guy over you? 

I thought you were the quitter? 

Man, | was wrong. You were never a quitter, just a warrior. 

That day in Omaha? Why shouldn’t a kid be able to go home, talk to 
his family and friends, when times are tough? Why should you be 
publicly second-guessed for such a normal reaction? Sometimes it’s 
embarrassing to be a journalist. 

Back to Newcombe. His parting shot from that regrettable 
interview was directed right to you. 

“I’m in the NFL now,” he said. “We'll see where he is next year at 
this time.” 

Well, we don’t have to wait, Bobby. 

Let’s look now. 

The Arizona Cardinals tried Newcombe out and said “Uh, 
no thanks,” with surprised coaches marveling how “nervous” and 
ineffective he was returning punts. Seems he usually forgot to catch 
the ball first. Must have been a conspiracy. 

You? You took the high road. Just went out and kept plugging away. 


Kept performing. Did all you could do to deliver an undefeated season. 
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Heisman Trophy winner. 

Walter Camp national player of the year. 

Davey O’Brien national quarterback of the year. 

Two-time Big XII Offensive Player of the Year. 

All-American. 

Quarterbacking in a national championship game, which will be 
played after this letter has been written. (But I don’t need to watch 
the Rose Bowl to know how wrong I was.) 

Owner of every rushing and scoring record out there. 

A career record of 35-6, with just four losses coming after that 
anomalous 1998 season. Just four losses in three years, none of them 
your fault. 

A Big XII championship. 

You, Sports Illustrated coverboy. 

You, posing for photos with Johnny Rodgers and Mike Rozier. 

You, active in the community. Volunteering. Signing autographs. 
Making old ladies with crushes remember how it felt to be 18. 
Making the 18-year-old girls crazy. 

You, handling yourself with class in the national spotlight. No 
arrests. No fights. No troubles at some bar. 

You, cherishing your family. | 

You, cherished by a state. 

Which takes me back to Media Day 1998, and lessons 
since learned. 

Sorry I pegged you wrong. 

And thanks for everything. 


Sincerely, Jasen Corns nsm 
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Louisiana Tech 
UAB* 
California 
Washington 
Oklahoma State 
Texas A&M 
Kansas 
Missouri 

Texas 

lowa State* 
Kansas State* 
Colorado* 


Total 
Holiday vs. Arizona* 


lowa 
California 
Southern Miss* 
Missouri* 
Oklahoma State* 
lowa State* 
Texas* 

Kansas* 

Texas A&M* 
Kansas State* 
Coloraclo* 
Texas* 


Total 
Fiesta vs. Tennessee* 


San Jose State* 
Notre Dame* 
lowa* 
Missouri* 
lowa State* 
Texas Tech* 
Baylor* 
Oklahoma * 
Kansas* 
Kansas State* 
Colorado* 


Total 
Alamo vs. Northwestern* 


TCU* 

Troy State* 
Notre Dame* 
Rice* 
Missouri* 
lowa State* 
Baylor* 
Texas Tech* 
Oklahoma* 
Kansas* 
Kansas State 
Colorado 


Total 
* started game 


SPORTS 


Rushing 
No.-Yd-TD 

1-6-0 

7-69-2 

16-59-2 
DNP-hamstring pull 
1-0-0 

DNP-hip pointer 


Passing 


_A-C-1-Yd-TD 


3-1-0-5-0 
17-11-0-127-1 
16-6-1-74-0 


1-1-0-30-0 


DNP-holder only, hip pointer 
DNP-holder only, hip pointer 


17-108-1 
15-91-0 
22-108-0 
17-18-0 
96-459-5 
15-28-0 


Rushing 


No.-Yd-TD 


5-92-3 
9-21-2 
16-26-0 
15-92-1 
11-61-1 
10-58-1 
17-35-1 
13-14-1 
15-137-1 
27-158-2 
19-123-1 
23-72-2 
180-889-16 
17-64-0 


Rushing 
No,-Yd-TD. 
8-57-3 
16-80-3 
12-93-0 
24-110-1 
19-138-1 
}2-52-2 
5-46-1 
23-101-1 
13-127-4 
17-42-1 
20-125-3 
169-971-20 
15-90-2 


Rushing 
No.-Yd-TD 


24-69-1 
15-48-1 
14-31-0 
12-97-2 
17-191-2 
15-104-4 
18-137-3 
21-105-1 
13-21-0 
13-49-1 
23-106-1 
18-162-2 
203-1115-18 


13-6-0-59-0 
8-4-1-44-0 
21-10-1-139-3 
22-10-1-123-0 
101-49-4-601-4 
28-12-2-193-2 


Passing 
A-C-I-Yd-TD 


5-3-0-68-0 
2-2-0-102-1 
10-6-2-66-0 
17-10-1-143-2 
13-7-0-145-1 
10-5-0-85-2 
20-1 2-0-204-0 
20-11-0-193-1 
20-9-0-95-0 
17-8-0-69-0 

| 2-4-0-44-0 
14-6-1-55-0 
160-83-4-1,269-7 
15-9-0-148-1 


Passing 
A-C-1-Yd-TD 


10-4-2-67-1 
15-7-1-103-0 
13-10-0-159-5 
23-11-0-173-2 
17-7-1-164-0 
12-6-1-86-1 
6-2-0-23-0 
27-12-1-133-1 
3-3-0-15-1 
13-2-1-39-0 
17-11-0-139-0 
156-75-7-1,101-11 
13-5-1-91-2 


Passing 
A-C-I-Yd-TD 


18-10-1-151-0 
15-8-1-109-0 
9-6-0-88-1 
11-9-0-165-3 
14-8-1-120-0 
14-10-0-110-0 
9-4-0-47-0 
22-10-2-196-3 
18-10-1-102-0 
24-14-0-164-0 
7-3-2-60-0 
28-1 3-2-198-0 


189-105-10-1,510-7 


Total Off. 
No.-Yd-TD 


4-11-0 
24-196-3 
32-133-2 


2-30-0-0 


30-167-1 
23-135-0 
43-247-3 
39-141-0 
197-1,060-9 
43-221-2 


Total Off. 
No.-Yd-TD 


11-160-3 
11-123-3 
26-92-0 
32-235-3 
24-206-2 
20-143-3 
37-239-1 
33-207-1 
35-232-1 
44-227-2 
31-167-1 
37-127-2 
340-2,158-23 
32-212-1 


Total Off. 
No.-Yd-TD 


18-124-4 
31-183-3 
25-252-5 
47-283-3 
36-302-1 
24-138-3 
11-69-1 
50-234-2 
16-142-5 
30-82-1 
37-264-3 
325-2,072-31 
28-181-4 


Total Off. 
No.-Yd-TD 


42-220-1 
30-157-1 
23-121-1 
23-262-5 
31-311-2 
29-214-4 
27-184-3 
43-301-4 
31-123-0 
37-213-1 
30-166-1 
46-360-2 
392-2,625-25 


From all of us at 
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A year for Crouch and the 
Huskers to remember, but 
they were so close to so 
much more 


By Jimmy Sheil 


Photos by Eric Francis and Bob Berry 
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he year began with Bobby Newcombe getting the nod over 

Eric Crouch at QB. The Omaha native went home to ponder 

his future. However, he did not miss any practice time, and 
he was ready in whatever role he would be called on for the Huskers 
in 1999, 

Opening the season at lowa, the offense wasn’t sharp early on 
and Crouch was inserted. He energized the team with a pretty fake 
pitch on a 28-yard TD run to get the Huskers on the board. He would 
finish the day with three rushing TDs and the Husker faithful will 
talk about one of them forever. 

He broke free from the Iowa 21 and around the 7-yard line, a 
Hawkeye blocked the entrance. Crouch put the defender in his sights 
and pounded him into Nebraska football history. lowa’s Mikkel 
Brown became a trivia answer along with Joe Wylie (OU’s punter on 
Johnny’s return) and Ken Calhoun (Miami Hurricane who tipped 
Turner Gill's 2-point conversion away in 1984 Orange Bow)). 

Crouch ended up ABC Player of the Game, but he was still No, 2 
at QB heading into the Cal game in Lincoln. 

Newcombe started the game and again struggled, The mood of 
the crowd was downright nasty toward Newcombe. 

Then Crouch had a second quarter to remember. First, he ran in 
from a yard out for a TD, then connected with Tracey Wistrom for a 
70-yard scoring strike, and to cap it off, he took a screen pass from 
Newcombe and bolted 60 yards for his third TD. 

Before the next game, Newcombe had decided to move to wing- 
back and Crouch took a starting role he would never relinquish. 

Crouch’s first Big 12 start of the year came against Missouri and 
it turned out to be easy after two tight contests with the Tigers the 
previous years. He totaled 232 yards in total offense with a hand in 
three TDs, including a 31-yard jaunt and a 51-yard scoring strike to 
Newcombe in a 40-10 rout. 

The next week he again totaled 200-yards plus with a hand in two 
TDs versus OSU in a 38-14 win. 

On Homecoming versus ISU, he completed a 34-yard TD to 
give NU a 35-0 lead early in the third quarter and the Huskers 


coasted to a 49-14 win. 


The next week in Austin against Texas, he had a career high in 
passing (204) and led a fourth quarter drive to give NU the lead. But 
that wasn’t enough as the Huskers lost a game for the first time since 
the early 1980s when leading by double digits at halftime. Stopped on 
the ground for much of the day by UT, he broke free on a 9-yard 
scamper to give the Huskers a late lead, but UT easily marched down 
the field for the winning score late in the fourth quarter. 

The next week the Huskers survived a scare in Lawrence, Kan., 
versus the Jayhawks. With the Huskers tied 17-17 with just over three 
minutes remaining, Crouch found Newcombe on a 49-yard TD pass 
for the winning points. 

The Huskers got back on track in the following weeks. Crouch 
earned Big 12 Offensive Player-of-the -Week honors in wins over 


nationally ranked Texas A&M by rushing for 137 yards and throwing 
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for 95 yards more. Against Kansas State he rushed a Husker 
quarterback-tying record 27 times for a career-high 158 yards and 
two touchdowns. He became the first Husker player since Heisman 
Trophy winner Mike Rozier to win consecutive conference 
offensive honors. 

In the season’s final game versus Colorado the Huskers were 
having their way up 27-3 until a fourth quarter meltdown. But in OT, 
Crouch’s TD run gave the Huskers a 33-30 win in Boulder. On the day 
he rushed for 123 yards. 

From there it was on to the Big 12 Championship versus Texas. 
Behind Crouch the Huskers jumped to an early 15-0 lead and cruised 


to a 22-6 win that was an extremely satisfying win for Husker fans. Most 
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memorable was a dazzling 31-yard TD run by Crouch on a fourth and 


one when it appeared he would be bottled up in the backfield. 

Earning a BCS bowl bid the Huskers went to the Fiesta Bow] to 
face the Tennessee Vols. Crouch and the Huskers were way too much 
for the defending national champion Volunteers. The Huskers jumped 
to a 14-0 lead before the Vols cut it to 14-11. NU put the game away 
with second half drives of 96 and 99 yards. The game ended with NU 
deep in Tennessee territory winding down a five-minute plus drive. 
Crouch earned Fiesta Bow! Offensive MVP honors. 

The way the Huskers and Crouch played after the Texas loss set 


them both up for bigger things at the start of the 2000 season. 
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ric Crouch punched the air with the hand that held the ball, an 

action that spoke louder than any words ever could. Which 

was a good thing, because he’d held them in all week. He had 
just crossed the goal line, Nebraska’s first score of the season, and 
punctuated it with an outburst that was pure release. Within seconds, 
as his teammates caught up to him in a rapid trickle, he was engulfed 
in a sea of celebration, one in which he participated wholeheartedly, 
They erupted not only for the touchdown, which had jump started a 
coughing Nebraska offense, but for everything Crouch had gone 
through to get into that end zone. 

On the field was the easy part. He had left a man in his tracks 
with a bit of option magic near the line of scrimmage, a fake pitch 
that seemed to make time stand still, then tucked the ball away and 
turned on the jets that had made him a high school All-American and 
occasionally the fastest player on Nebraska’s team. 

As quickly as it takes to read this sentence, Crouch was gone, 
running through the lowa sunshine with a speed that was more power 
than grace, a sonic boom of joy exploding in his wake. Afterward, as 
he struggled through the gauntlet of congratulations to reach the 
Nebraska sideline, Crouch was awash in love. It only increased tenfold 
when he finally got to the bench, They were as happy about this 
triumph as he was. If possible, happier. 

During his off-field comeback journey, like his breakout, breakaway 
touchdown run, it may have looked as if Crouch was on his own, but 
his teammates disagreed. They made it clear, to Crouch and to anyone 
who was watching, that they were very much with him. 

DeAngelo Evans, who knows a thing or two about frustration and 
has since left the team thanks to it, was best able to put the feeling into 
words: “To be honest with you, | was just so happy for him that he 
performed the way he did,” the I-back said after the lowa game, which 
Nebraska won 42-7 behind three Crouch touchdowns. 

“If you look at his heart, man,” Evans continued, “it’s big.” 

His heart, in the week heading up to that moment, was broken. 
That much is clear. Eric Crouch’s heart ached. He had given it fully, 
along with his guts, his very soul to the game he loved, and the game 
had turned around, when Crouch learned that he would not be 
Nebraska’s starting quarterback this season, and kicked him right in 
the teeth. 


Sound melodramatic? Maybe. But remember, Crouch loved 


* story originally ran in NSM, October 1999 


football. And sometimes 
love can tear you up inside. 

He had been so sure that 
he had performed well 
enough to win Nebraska’s 
quarterback job, that he was 
the man to lead the team to 
victory on Saturdays. Frank 
Solich told him he wasn’t. 
The coach’s decision hit him 
like a ton of bricks. 

Here you go; here’s 
your heart. 

“Tt was really hard for 
me,” he said, still unable to 
hold back the catch in his 
voice two weeks after the 
fateful meeting. 

A week later, he took 
out his frustration on the 
Hawkeyes, christening Nebraska’s season with his redemptive first 
touchdown. A week after that, he was even more spectacular in a 45-0 
win over California, the first Husker since Johnny Rodgers to run for a 
touchdown, throw a touchdown pass and score on a touchdown catch 
all in the same game. 

In both, he was named ABC’s Television Player of the Game. And 
on the Monday after the Cal game, in another meeting with Solich, 
Crouch was informed that he would, in fact, be Nebraska’s starting 
quarterback, while Newcombe would move to wingback. 

In just more than two weeks’ time, Crouch had gone from the 
depths of depression to toast of the town to Solich’s new anointed one 
... as of this writing, anyway... 

How did all this happen? Well, first you have to go back to the 
beginning, when Newcombe was the Golden Boy and Crouch was the 
Guy with the Green Shirt. 

Newcombe had won a three-way duel for the job in the spring of 
1998, when he was coming off a true freshman season when HE was 
being compared to Rodgers while playing wingback. Newcombe had 


been spectacular in 1997, and sprinted for a 90-yard score on an option 
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keeper the first time he touched the ball in the following spring game, 
and that was it. A star was born. Coaches declared Newcombe the 
winner in a close race, and visions of that 90-yard run danced in heads 
from Falls City to Chadron. 

You know what happened next. An injury in his first game as a 
starter put a pot hole on Newcombe’s road to the Downtown Athletic 
Club. He was largely ineffective, limping as far as he could through 
the season, before giving way to Crouch, who showed flashes of 
brilliance in an up-and-down year. Nebraska went 9-4 and lost a 
bowl game. 

The dream was derailed. But, Nebraska fans and coaches consoled 
themselves, Newcombe and the 90-yard run would be back in 1999. 

If Crouch was surprised that Newcombe was named the starter in 
1999, he should have been the only one. Frank Solich started off the 
new season with a crystal clear impression left on those who attended 
Media Day: The competition would be 100 percent open, 100 percent 
fair and both quarterbacks would have an equal shot at the job ... and 
in the end, Bobby would win it. The two competitors themselves even 
assumed these roles perfectly. Newcombe, the Golden Boy, was ultra- 
cool, ultra-confident. 
Crouch, meanwhile, 
sounded almost bitter, as if 
he already had lost the job. 
“It’s a coach’s decision,” he 
said at the time, as if it had 
already been made. 
“There’s nothing I can do 
about it.” 

But something 
happened in fall camp, in 
Crouch’s mind anyway. He 
was good. Really good. 
Every day, the report was 
that both quarterbacks 
were doing well, but that 
Newcombe retained the 
slight edge he’d held for 
the past year. It was nearly 


dead even. 
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Newcombe, who wore a suit and tie to the press conference the 
week of the Iowa game, loves being the starting quarterback. Loves it. 
Loves it on the field, loves the idea of it, loves talking about it. But 
Crouch had earned his respect. 

“I’m very happy and very proud to have Eric on my team,” he 
said the week after the lowa game. “He’s a guy you don’t want to 
play against.” 

Even though most observers thought Crouch had no chance to get 
the nod, somewhere along the line Crouch had let himself believe. And 
when his dream, in which he had invested so much of himself, was 
shattered, it was doubly tough to take. He did not think the call was 
right. Even with all the good luck that had come his way in the two 
weeks since, he never backed off that position, polite as he was able 
to put it. 

“I was very disappointed,” he said. And even in “the way the 
decision was made.” And, “I think [have a right to be.” Harsh stuff for 
a guy who always tries to say the right thing. 

Then the rumors started. Maybe it was the trip to Omaha that did 
it. Crouch felt like anyone would in a similar situation: He had to clear 
his head. He had to get out. He had to go home. 

“Thad to go talk to a lot of family members, a lot of close friends,” 
he said later. “It really helped me. It brought me back.” 

But the rumor mill went nuts. Crouch had quit the team, Crouch 
was going to transfer ... Everyone denies that. But the fact is that Solich 
skipped a Big 12 Coaches Teleconference to travel to Millard North 
High School and meet with Fred Petito, Crouch’s high school coach 
and close mentor. And Solich took assistant Ron Brown, a known 
spiritual adviser for many Nebraska players, with him. Only Solich, 
Petito, Crouch and Brown knows what their meeting meant, and none 
of them will talk about it. 

But Solich and Brown’s presence at Millard North meant 
something, that’s for sure. 

In the end, Crouch did not quit. He swallowed hard, took a deep 
breath, and decided to keep fighting. 

“I thought,” he said later, “how can I be a better player for this 
team? What can I do?” One dream was broken. He would start another, 
Following the meeting at Millard North, he was at practice Monday. 

He did not meet with reporters at the weekly press conference the 


next day. That in itself spoke volumes about his mindset. Crouch faces 


HKOURNEY TO. THE 


cobwuectrTtxo rR’ 


s 


EDITION 


HEISMAN 


4s 


ee 


the music. It’s a pride thing. Crouch looks the press in the eye. Win or 
lose, he steps up to the microphone. And he wasn’t there. 

Solich said Crouch was getting focused for the game with lowa. 

If Crouch was truly getting focused for the game with Iowa, it 
worked. He exploded for Nebraska's first touchdown. He was using 
frustration as fuel. 

But come game time, it turned out Crouch didn’t have as much to 
worry about as he had thought. He played earlier and more often than | 
he had expected when Solich first told him he was No. 2. He played in 
the first quarter. 

With the jitters gone, he went back in the second. “We haven't 
scored yet,” Crouch said in the huddle. “Let's take it into the end zone.” 

They did. Three plays later Crouch accelerated for 28 yards, a 
loose shoulder pad flapping in the wind, and Eric Crouch was reborn. | 
Every player in white reacted as if he personally had just scored the 
winning touchdown for the National Championship. 

“1 think everybody was pulling for Eric to play well,” Solich said. 
Understatement of the week. 

Crouch scored another. And in the fourth quarter, Crouch 
unleashed a hit that turned the tide in the statewide popularity contest 
that the quarterback race had become, his version of Newcombe’s 
90-yard run. 

On his way to a 21-yard score, his third, Crouch decked lowa 
defensive back Mikkel Brown with a highlight film blast that sent the 
defender flying, giving the poor Brown the full force of a guy who had 
been banished to No. 2 on the depth chart. And was angry about it. 

Maybe that was the plan. “Where are we with our two quarter- 
backs?” Solich pondered after the lowa game. “I'd say right where we 
want to be.” 

The next week, Crouch talked, allowing a peek into his wounded, 
but quickly healing, psyche. Three touchdowns will do that to you. On 
Saturday, he was spectacular again against the Golden Bears. A hand 
in four touchdowns, including a dramatic 60-yard score on a “jail- | 
break” wide receiver screen pass from Newcombe. On the Husker 
Vision big screen, Austin Powers lustily gave voice to what Eric 
Crouch was feeling: 

“Yeah, Baby!” 


For Crouch, after experiencing the game’s dark side, the day was 


everything good about playing football. “When I’m out playing I’m 
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not thinking about things,” he said. “It’s just playing the game that 
you love.” 

Afterward, Crouch was a new man. Peaceful, content, almost 
zen-like. He had gone from disgruntled postal worker (and playing 
like it at lowa), to kung fu master. 

He was comfortable with his role. Part-time quarterback, part-time 
receiver, full-time star. His name would be mentioned with Rodgers. 
He had found a job, a way to help the team, a way to play football. 
And everything was just great. Austin Powers great. He no longer 
cared about No. 1. Why should he? “You always want to be the 
starter,” he said. “But if you're the quarterback in the third quarter, 
you're the starter. You’re the guy out there.” 

This time it was Newcombe who looked uncomfortable. 
Newcombe, so cerebral, so confident, thought he had beaten out 
Crouch, but now Crouch was sneaking in the back door. Instead of 
winning the job solidly, Solich’s decision only made Newcombe fight 
to look good in comparison to the lovable underdog. Now Newcombe 
was clearly being outplayed and had to be polite about it. 

After the Cal game, Solich only mentioned Newcombe by name 
when asked to compare the two quarterbacks. There was no controversy. 
Bobby was the quarterback. Eric was the playmaker. The Huskers were 
2-0. Everything was well. Even Crouch. 

Two days later, in more meetings, Crouch found out that his old 
dream, the one that had broken his heart, the one he no longer needed, 
would come true. He would be Nebraska’s starting quarterback. 

And Bobby Newcombe, who loved being quarterback as much as 
Crouch loved his new role, would move to wingback, where he had 
been so brilliant as a freshman. 

“It will give us a chance to have two great football players on the 
field at the same time,” Solich explained to reporters the next day of 
the sudden and stunning reversal, “and getting multiple snaps.” 

At the podium, the images were now reversed. It was Newcombe 
who now said all the right things, but looked somewhat saddened 
by the game he loved. And Crouch was now ultra-confident, the 
No. 1 quarterback, fighting to remain humble while his teammate 
quietly suffered. 


Only they knew what was going through their minds. nsm 
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Crouch leads the Huskers as 
the No. 1 team through much 
of the season before NU 
stumbles, but they finish in 
style by mauling Big 10 
champs in bowl game 


By Jimmy Sheil 


Photos by Eric Francis and Bob Berry 
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he 2000 season had major expectations—Sports Illustrated 
and The Sporting News had tabbed NU No. 1. The latter 
publication picked Eric Crouch to win the Heisman. 

The year began on a brutally hot day in Lincoln versus San Jose 
State. Crouch had a hand in four touchdowns in the Huskers’ 49-13 
win. In less than three quarters of work, Crouch rushed for 57 yards 
and three touchdowns on only eight carries and he had a TD through 
the air. 

Up next was one of the most anticipated games in a while for the 
Huskers with a date versus No. 23 Notre Dame. Crouch scored the 
game-winner in OT and finished with 80 yards and three touchdowns 
on 16 carries in the Huskers 27-24 win. One of his TDs was a 62-yard 
run—a career long and the longest TD run by an Irish opponent since 
1984. Crouch also completed 7 of 15 passes for 103 yards, including a 
clutch third and seven in OT where an incompletion would have 
meant kicker Josh Brown would have to hit from about 40 yards to 
keep the game alive. Crouch connected with Tracey Wistrom and a 
few plays later he scooted around the end for the game winner. As he 
scored cheers showered him from the close to 30,000 Husker fans in 
attendance and spit from the Notre Dame fans also came down on the 
victorious Crouch. 

Up next was Iowa and Crouch led the two-year sweep of the 
average lowa program in the neighboring state. Crouch displayed 
his passing abilities in the Huskers’ 42-13 win, he completed 10 of 13 
passes for a season-high 159 yards and five touchdowns. That tied 
the Big 12 and school record (Steve Taylor in 1987 vs. UCLA) for TD 
passes in a game. Crouch also rushed 12 times for 93 yards. He 
earned Big 12 Co-Offensive Player-of-the-Week honors. ' 

In the Big 12 opener against Missouri the Huskers won, but as a 
team they weren't clicking. Crouch topped the 100-yard rushing 
mark for the first time in 2000; he rushed for a game-high 110 yards 
and a touchdown. Through the air he passed for 173 yards and two 
TDs. The next week in Ames, lowa versus Iowa State, Crouch had 
statistically one of his best games to date with more than 300 yards in 


total offense in a 49-27 win. He went over the 100-yard mark for the 
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second straight week, by rushing 19 times for a game-high and 
season-best 138 yards and a touchdown. He passed for 164 yards. For 
the effort Crouch earned Big 12 Offensive Player-of-the-Week honors 
for the second time in 2000. 

A highly anticipated showdown in Lubbock versus ranked Texas 
Tech turned out to be a 56-3 Husker romp. Crouch played sparingly 


but had a hand in three touchdowns against the nation’s second- 


ranked defense. 
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The final tune-up for Oklahoma was a 59-0 mauling of Baylor. 

In Norman, the Huskers bolted to a 14-0 lead but were shut down 
the rest of the way and OU couldn’t be stopped in a frustrating 31-14 
setback for the Huskers. Crouch did have 234 yards of total offense 
(101 on the ground) with a 37-yard TD run and TD pass. 
| The Huskers rebounded with an easy win versus Kansas. Crouch 
; topped the 100-yard rushing mark for the fourth time with 127 yards 

and four TDs in the Huskers’ 56-17 win. 
The following week versus Kansas State, Crouch led the Huskers 
back from a double-digit deficit, but Kansas State scored the winning 
points in the final minutes again in Manhattan for the win. Crouch 
rushed for a TD in the loss. 
The regular season finale was against Colorado and the 31-year 
nine-win streak was in jeopardy. It was a back-and-forth game and 
Crouch had to lead two fourth-quarter drives to re-take the lead 
against the Buffs. Behind 32-31 with 47 seconds left in the fourth 
’ quarter, Crouch drove the Huskers 47 yards, completing 4 of 5 passes 
for 45 yards. That set up Brown’s 29-yard game-winning field goal as 
time expired. He finished the day with 125 yards rushing and three 
touchdowns. He scored on two runs of 25 yards or longer. Through 
the air, Crouch completed 11 of 17 passes for 139 yards to move the 

Huskers to 9-2. 

In the 2000 Alamo Bow! versus Northwestern, Crouch directed a 

romp of the co-Big 10 champs. He rushed for two touchdowns and 90 

yards and threw for 91 yards and two TDs as NU obliterated 

Northwestern 66-17. NU totaled an Alamo Bowl-record 476 yards 


rushing on the day and scored the most points in bowl history. nsm 
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n high school, he worked in the shadow of Big Fred. 

In college, Eric Crouch dwarfs the west Omaha pizza king. If things 
continue to snowball for the levelheaded junior quarterback, whether 
he likes it or not, Husker legends also will shrink. 

“There is not a better college football player in America,” Iowa State 
Coach Dan McCarney said about the first Husker underclassmen to 
earn conference offensive player of the year honors in 1999. “He’s 
sensational. I’ve never coached against a more impressive offensive 
player, as an assistant or a head coach. I think that much of him. He’s a 
phenomenal player.” 

Johnny Rodgers, Mike Rozier and Tommie Frazier all earned that 
honor as upperclassmen. 

The Davey O’Brien semifinalist also tied a conference record for 
most TD passes in a game (five, Steve Taylor, 1987), and a school record 
for rushing TDs by a QB in a game (four, Scott Frost, 1997). But Crouch 
takes the colossal attention in stride. 

“Eric isn’t your typical star,” Millard North Coach Fred Petito said 
about the 2000 Fiesta Bowl MVP. “You would never know from all the 
attention he got when he was here at Millard North who he was. He just 
acted like an ordinary kid. And now at Nebraska, he’s arguably the most 
popular kid in the state, and he is the least impressed with himself.” 

Maybe Beano Cook’s major impression of Crouch was a jinx 
when he picked him to win the Heisman in late October as Oklahoma 
toppled the Huskers from the top spot. The Huskers rebounded with a 
win over Kansas but the following week more than Nebraska’s national 
championship hopes were put on ice on a cold snowy night in 
Manhattan, Kan. 

In the Kansas game, the 6-1, 195 pounder passed Taylor as the 
all-time leading quarterback rusher at Nebraska to go along with being 
the all-time leader in rushing TDs for a QB. 

Similar to Taylor, who had a breakout game in his first year in the 
1986 Fiesta Bowl, Crouch in 1998 as a freshman had an-eye-opening 
game versus K-State when he ran for 108 yards and passed for 139 and 
three touchdowns. 

But nationally, even after garnering 1999 First Team All-Big 12 
honors, he was somewhat swept aside in the hype surrounding 
Michael Vick in 2000 previews. 

One man who hasn't wavered this year on his quarterback choice is 
Coach Frank Solich. “ I wouldn't trade Eric for anyone and I think he’s 


* story originally ran in NSM, December 2000 
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the best in the country,” Solich said of the first starting Omaha-area QB 
since Bob Churchich in 1964. 

An early season game that pushed Crouch to the Heisman fore- 
front was his three touchdown performance against Notre Dame. The 
Fighting Irish engaged in some possible gamesmanship prior to the 
game calling Crouch, who had started parts of three seasons, Scott 
Frost, who wore the same number but last played for Nebraska in 1997. 

Notre Dame defensive back Brock Williams went so far as to say 
Crouch and Huskers were “not so good.” 

Forget the individual plays, what about the 17-3 record as a starter 
and the mettle to lead fourth-quarter comeback touchdown drives 
away from home in all of those losses, capping two off through the air 
(Kansas State 1998, Holiday Bowl 1998) and running the other in at 
Texas in 1999. What was up with the gargantuan disrespect? 

Just maybe if somebody had told the Fighting Lrish about Crouch’s 
record-setting 1992 shuttle run of 7.95 in Mr. Crawford's seventh-grade 
PE class at Andersen Middle School, then maybe the Irish would have 
given the kid some love. 

But Crouch left no doubt whom he was in the first quarter when he 
pushed Irish defenders aside and then outran everybody down the 
middle of the field on a 62-yard gallop, the longest TD run in 16 years 
versus ND. 

If the Irish could read, they knew it wasn’t Frost’s No. 7 streaking 
down the field when the blood-red lettering of CROUCH blew by them 
on his way to pay dirt. When a Notre Dame player finally caught up 
with CROUCH seven yards deep in the end zone, he shoved him 
from behind into a wall of photographers drawing a personal foul. 

But at least none of the Irish faithful hacked on Crouch until the game 
was over. 

The gooey venom was probably a result of Crouch’s clutch 
performance, especially in OT. One college football writer said the final 
score was: “Not So Goods 27, Not So Smarts 24.” 

Williams tuned changed a bit recently as he said his words were 
more out of frustration that Notre Dame wasn’t getting any respect 
coming into the game versus the Huskers and gave Crouch his due. 

“He's (Crouch) a hell of a player, one of the top guys in the nation,” 
Williams said, whom I-back Dan Alexander pancaked on Crouch’s 
game-winning TD. “He’s really quick and can outrun some guys 


sometimes. He’d get my vote for the Heisman.” 
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Another defensive opponent, Oklahoma linebacker Rocky Calmus 
spoke like a relieved man, especially after Crouch led Nebraska to 
touchdowns on their first two drives. 

“His speed is so hard to defend,” Calmus said. “And he is able to 
run the option and find a hole and hit it quickly. Then you have to 
worry about him pitching the ball down field. 

“He got me good once but I wanted to make sure it was to the 
inside where I had some help. But in the open field like that he will 
beat you nine and a half-times out of 10.” 


Somebody who Crouch has made stop and take note is ESPN The 


Magazine and Miami Heralds’ columnist, Dan LeBatard, who assessed 
Crouch as a QB. 
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“He doesn’t come with the publicity machine or the promotional 


packaging (of Michael Vick),” said the 32-year-old LeBatard who was 
recently named one of the country’s most eligible bachelors. “But he 
leads and wins, which are quarterback traits more important than 
arm strength.” 

For Crouch none of this may have occurred without a confidence 
boost from the 1999 California game in which he had a hand in three 
touchdowns, tying an NCAA record. 

“IT woke up Sunday morning after the Cal game,” Crouch said. 
“And I was there in the paper in three poses scoring touchdowns 
opposite Johnny Rodgers scoring three ways in 1972. That got my 
attention and I developed a new level of confidence that I could play 
Division I football.” 

Playing D-1 football, Crouch has had what he calls a “roller-coaster 
ride” at Nebraska but has kept in perspective where football fits in his 
life. He realizes football is just a bunch of guys chasing each other 


around, but the sport at times it will challenge you to grow. 


He credits his mother for signing him up for football, even though 
“she was probably just trying to get me out of the house.” 

Crouch’s parents divorced when he was young and his mom had 
to work and go to school while raising two boys. He has a strong bond 
with his brother, Kyle, who is a freshman defensive back at Hastings 
College. Eric has a tattoo on his arm that says “Crouch Brothers.” 

Crouch also has a strong bond with teammate Husker split end 
Matt Davison, who has watched Crouch mature. 


“uw 


“Eric is starting to be more vocal than ever before,” Davison said. 
“He’ll get on me, the lineman and he can do that because we know 
every play he’s busting his bones for us. He plays his heart out, throws 
his body around for this team. He’s a warrior and that’s why he gets so 
much respect in the huddle.” 


Fullback Judd Davies cited another reason for the amount of 


respect Crouch gets from his teammates, and it goes back to their days 
together at Millard North. 
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“I was overwhelmed, a little intimidated. He was our star,” Davies 
said about his first encounter with Crouch in 1995. “I was worried 
about going too slow and staying out of his way. But he is so easy to be 
around, he understands you're trying, he compliments you and keeps 
you up when you do make a mistake.” 

Crouch has patience with teammates and the media, even 
completely answering questions like “Is it important to get yards on 
first down? Or “What do you respect most about Baylor?” 

Everybody seems to have a favorite Crouch moment. 

For quarterbacks coach Turner Gill it was “when he caught that 
pass and took it to the house” versus Cal in 1999. Davison giggles 
when he talks of Crouch running over the Iowa player, Mikkel Brown 
in 1999. Davies marvels when he talks of “the long run versus Notre 


Dame when he broke some tackles and just turned on the boosters, 
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and he was gone.” 

Center Dominic Raiola rolls his eyes about the OU game. “In the 
Oklahoma game, he shook (Patrick) Thatcher pretty bad. I’m not sure if 
Thatcher came back in the game after that on defense and he wasn’t 
physically hurt.” 

With all the highlights and records falling for Crouch, the first 
Husker QB to lead the team in rushing since 1955 in 1999, comparisons 
are early but inevitable. 

Even after Crouch’s days are over, those comparisons may not 
be corn cobs to corn cobs as he does not have the loaded deck Gill, 
Frazier and Frost had. The aforementioned all had a seasoned coach 
calling plays, great offensive lines and not one but, in some cases, two 
All-America type I-backs. 

Crouch has an outstanding offensive line, but calling plays for him 
is a learning Solich with an all-conference I-back at best. While it may 
just be a pie in the sky: Imagine Crouch’s career with Tom Osborne and 
a Rozier or Lawrence Phillips-type in the I-formation. 

This was shown in the Notre Dame game when Crouch faked 
out or bulldozed just about everybody but the Leprechaun mascot in a 
vain attempt to get a first down on a curious fourth and 4 call. NU in 
years past with a equally dangerous I-back would likely go right at 
somebody with an option. 

But on this day, the team that prides itself on being physical 
looked to sneak one by the Irish with a naked bootleg call. Crouch 
faked the hand off to the left and spun right. However, he could not see 
the sideline because ND’s Anthony Weaver's face was in the way. 

Miraculously, it was as if Crouch split in two to avoid being 
obliterated by the giant defensive end. In doing so he had to give up 
ground where linebacker Anthony Denman had No. 7 in his crosshairs 
deep in the backfield. 

Crouch stiff-armed the linebacker and was heading for the first- 
down marker like a heat-seeking missile. But three Irish defenders and 
a sideline were able to scud Crouch inches shy of the marker. 

Gutsy plays like that, more than his ankle-breaking moves, have 
endeared him to his teammates as football players dig the collision. 

During an after-practice interview in the well-known NU tunnel, 
Raiola stopped an interview to make a point about Crouch who was 
somewhat hidden by two reporters. 

“Look at him, he ain’t that big,” Raiola said. “You don’t see quarter- 


backs put their head down and take people on like he does. The hits he 
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gives and takes is amazing. Not even Vick takes on people like that.” 

Maybe Crouch isn’t physically imposing but athletically he’s tops— 
with times of 4.47 in the 40-yard dash and 1.55 in the 10-yard dash. 

It’s not his brawn but his normalcy that endears him to Nebraskans. 

Typical Crouch moment: Back in Omaha, he sees a friend from 
grade school and asks how the person’s parents are doing, hardly a 
big deal but kind of a normal thing you remember. He is a regular 
22-year-old kid going through college and just happens to be the best 
player on the most important team in the state. 

Contributing to the hoopla is Crouch’s candidacy for the 
Heisman Trophy, in a year which schools launched web sites in June 
(thedeuceisloose.com, Itfor2000.com) and letters of recommendation 
went out before the season. 

Crouch was a Heisman long shot at the beginning of the season but 
as his performance picked up he was many writers’ leader going into 
the OU game. 

However, the campaign came to a halt mainly due to the K-State 
defense, but the weather and play-calling were also contributors. 

The person calling the plays for the QB is Solich, who was not the 
Huskers’ top man in 1997 but was responsible for the Omaha area in 
recruiting. Crouch said he committed to then-Coach Osborne over Ohio 
State and Notre Dame. 

His relationship with Solich had to be formed in the cauldron of 
emotions during the now famous meeting in Omaha in 1999 after 
Solich named Bobby Newcombe the starting quarterback. 

“It was emotional for both of us,” Crouch said. “I mean only one of 
two things could happen. I said I don’t care where you put me, | just 
want to play football. 

“He said no promises but he would get me on the field somehow, 
quarterback, receiver, whatever. I trusted him and from that everything 
has worked out.” 

Worked out to the point Crouch may be heading to the 
Downtown Athletic Club in NYC this year and in 2001 for the Heisman 
ceremonies. However, he is still in awe of his situation because the 
Omaha boy is playing for the Huskers wearing the number of his 
boyhood idol, John Elway. 

“You have dreams growing up,” Crouch said. “And dreams are 
dreams. I mean they’re not supposed to happen. So when a dream 
comes true, there is something so special about it because you never 


expect it.” nsm 
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The mega-star becomes 
a legend by winning the 
Heisman and taking his 
team to the national 
championship in the 
Rose Bowl 


By Kevin Warneke 


Photos by Eric Francis and Bob Berry 
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Crouch under pressure in the end zone. 
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ye was to be Eric Crouch’s year. 


No quarterback controversies. No doubts, he claimed, about his 
often-injured shoulder. No questions about his leadership role for the 
senior co-captain. 

There was talk about All-American status and, yes, even that 
grand trophy, the Heisman. And the Huskers may run the table and 
end up smelling Roses, maybe a shot at the national championship. 

Not a bad way to end a collegiate career that would see Crouch 
finish as Nebraska’s all-time total offense leader. 

Crouch took care of that milestone in the season opener against 
surprisingly pesky TCU. He rushed for 69 yards and threw for another 
151 yards to eclipse Tommie Frazier’s total of 5,476 yards set from 
1992 to 1995. 

Someone forgot to tell the Horned Frogs that this preseason 
classic was supposed to be nothing more than a tune-up for when the 
Fighting Irish came to Lincoln. Leading by just six points midway 
through the third, Crouch broke free for a 42-yard run that set up 
Thunder Collins’ second touchdown of the day. 

Following a yawner against Troy State, in which Crouch 
accounted for 157 yards in total offense, the Huskers and their 
quarterback stepped into the spotlight against Notre Dame. 

Nebraska, with Crouch at the helm, dominated early, taking a 27-3 
lead at halftime. The Huskers’ second score came on a 22-yard pretty 
fade pass to John Gibson. A second half that could have put a dagger 


in Notre Dame’s heart and a stronghold on Crouch’s chances for the 


J 


Crouch stiff-arms the defender. 
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Heisman, never materialized as the Huskers turned conservative. The 
27-10 victory still looked good. 

Crouch may have been at his best against Rice: three touchdown 
passes and two rushing TDs. More than 260 yards in total offense— 
and another Husker win. 

Just when Husker fans thought it couldn’t get better, it did— 
when Crouch went end zone to end zone against the Missouri Tigers. 
Leading 16-3 and 95 yards from another score, Crouch added 

another Husker record to his list. He backed up to pass, dodged a 
defender, juked two others and simply ran away from everyone else. 

Let the highlight reels begin. 

After the game, Crouch talked about how he merely wanted to 
get the Huskers out of a hole. He ended up with the longest run in 
school history. 

“I kind of amazed myself,” he later explained. And everyone else 
in Columbia, Mo., that day. 

More records — this time an NCAA one ~ fell against Iowa State. 
Crouch’s four scores — giving him 51 for his career — broke the 
previous Division I record held by former Ohio University QB 
Kareem Wilson. He also broke Mike Rozier’s school record of 49 
touchdowns that day. 

There’s more. Against Texas Tech, Crouch became just the fourth 
player in Division I-A history to rush for 3,000 yards and throw for 
another 3,000 in a career. 


And more. Against Oklahoma, Crouch became the third Husker 


E. C. breaking free...and it’s... A, B, See ya! 
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to pass for 1,000 yards in a season and just the third player in NCAA 


1-A history to pass for more than 4,000 yards and rush for more than 
3,000 in a career. 

Crouch’s biggest play of this day that pitted No. 1 versus No. 2, 
however, came with another quarterback in control. With the Huskers 
at the Nebraska 37 and leading 13-10, Crouch ran left, pitched to 
Collins, who tossed the ball to Mike Stuntz. The freshman hit Crouch 
in stride. Another touchdown. 

Victories over the Kansas cousins came next - setting up a 
showdown with Colorado. Crouch’s 162 yards passing and 198 yards 
passing were lost in the Husker embarrassment that temporarily 


turned away talk of a national championship. 
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Heisman talk turned past tense. 
But then a funny thing happened on the way to New York City. 


Crouch started winning awards — the Davey O’Brien quarterback 


trophy and the Walter Camp Award. 


The prognosticators started changing their story. Could he win it? 
Should he? Would 


He did — after all this was to be Eric Crouch’s year. nsm 
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You can’t stop Crouch, you can only hope to 
contain him. OU did that but still lost. 


By Tony Boone 


Photos by Eric Francis and Bob Berry 
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INCOLN — Oklahoma knew Nebraska quarterback Eric 
Crouch was dangerous when he had the football. It obviously 
didn’t know that he was still dangerous without it. 

After being bottled up by the Sooner defense for more than three 
quarters, the senior from Omaha snuck behind the OU secondary and 
caught a 63-yard touchdown pass from true freshman quarterback- 
turned-wideout Mike Stuntz to put the exclamation point on the 
Huskers’20-10 win over the defending national champions at 
Memorial Stadium Saturday. 

The play, called black 41 flash double-reverse pass, vaulted 
Nebraska into the forefront of the national title hunt and ended the 
Sooners’ 20-game winning streak. 

NU Coach Frank Solich called it his team’s “most complete 
football game” of the season. 

“If you're going to have a chance against a team such as 
Oklahoma, you've got to play complete football and it’s got to come 
from all three of your units,” he said. “And I think we got that today.” 

Who could argue? 

Nebraska’s defense, led by linebacker Jamie Burrow’s 16 tackles, 
held the Sooners to 10 points. On special teams, punter Kyle Larson 
pinned OU deep in its own territory much of the day and kicker Josh 
Brown made both of his field goal attempts. And the NU offense 
came up with the big plays when it needed to, including the Stuntz- 
to-Crouch pass with 6:17 to play. 

The TD catch was the second in Crouch’s collegiate career. He 
caught the other from Bobby Newcombe against California while 
playing wingback as a redshirt freshman. 

Saturday’s TD catch, the latest in the long line of successful 
gadget plays in the NU-OU series, kept Crouch in what has turned 
into a two-man race for the Heisman Trophy. Miami quarterback 
Ken Dorsey whose team is ranked atop both the Associated Press and 
ESPN/USA Today polls, is the other. 

But Crouch didn’t want to talk about awards after the game, 
despite the cards handed out by the NU sports information office 


Saturday stating “Crouch for Heisman — it’s the best option was 


* originally printed in the Hastings Tribune, Oct. 15, 2001 
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interested in what might be the 
most defining of his school-record 
33 victories as NU’s starting 
quarterback. 

“T've been waiting for a big 
win in my career,” Crouch said. 
“Y’ve had a lot of them, but this one 
pretty much ranks on the top. I felt 
great going out there today and I 
believed in this team that we could 
get this victory. I’m just excited that 
it ended up the way it did.” 

The Huskers (8-0) entered the 
so-called “Game of the New 
Century” ranked second behind 
OU in the Bow! Championship 
Series rankings. NU will be the 
new No. 1 when the poll is released 
this evening. 

Four unbeaten teams lost on 
Saturday, leaving Miami, NU 
and Brigham Young as the only 
teams left without a blemish on 
their records. 

The Huskers and Hurricanes have the inside track to the national 
championship, but Solich said his team will continue to take things one 
game at a time. 

NU still has games with Kansas State and Colorado left on its 
schedule and this week the Huskers travel to Lawrence, Kan.—a place 
where they have struggled in recent years. Three wins would put them 
in the Big 12 title game, where a rematch with the 7-1 Sooners is likely. 

“The big picture involves quite a few pretty good football teams 
yet,” Solich said. “Some right here in our conference, other than us and 
Oklahoma. There’s enough excellent football teams around the country 


that the big picture is still unclear.” 
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CROUCH DOES LITTLE 
THINGS IN BIG WIN 


By Bruce Feldman 


Photos by Bob Berry 


TOME RAD Si tek SF OURS * originally printed on ESPNMAG.com, Oct. 17, 2001 


INCOLN, Neb. — It looked so eerily 

familiar. Oklahoma, riding a 

20-game win streak, had just 
pinned its opponent up against its own 
goal line after a quick kick. Momentum, 
which means more in college football 
than probably any other major 
sport, was turning. 

Three weeks ago, a similar 
scenario had unfolded. The 
Sooners’ victim on Oct. 6 was 
Texas. More specifically, it was 
Longhorn QB Chris Simms, 
who got swallowed up by 
OU’'s pressure D and self- 
destructed. On Saturday, 
Nebraska’s Eric Crouch had 
ambled right into Oklahoma’s 
cross hairs. But the Cornhusker 
QB came off the ropes 
swinging, breaking off a 
19-yard run up the right 
sideline. The play is simply 
called “34 Quarterback Keep.” 
It's designed for NU’s linemen 
to slant down (hopefully using 
OU’s stunting front against the 
Sooners) and for Crouch to do 
the rest. He did. He sprinted 
away from trouble and won 
the game right there. “In my 
mind,” said Cornhusker coach 
Frank Solich, “that was the 
game’s biggest play.” 

Five plays later, Crouch 
sealed the deal by hauling in a 
63-yard TD reception to give 
NU a 20-10 lead. 

On the surface, his numbers don’t 
appear that impressive: Thirteen carries, 
21 yards rushing. Ten-for-18 passing for 
102 yards, no TDs and an INT. But look 
closer: Because of Eric Crouch, 
Oklahoma's Bob Stoops is no longer 8-0 
against top 10 teams. He’s 8-1, Nebraska 
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will sit atop the BCS. 

As Crouch stood in front of the 
media, answering question after question 
about his exploits as a receiver and his 


now surging Heisman candidacy, it 


wasn’t hard to tell how huge this 


performance was to him. He is polite, 
well-spoken and abnormally grounded. 
Crouch is one of those college stars like 
Shane Battier or Warrick Dunn, who 
seems like he’s been in college for 10 
years. And it sure hasn’t been a smooth 


ride. Four years ago, when everyone was 
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set to anoint Bobby Newcombe as the 
new Tommie Frazier, Crouch was set to 
bolt Lincoln. Crouch ended up sticking it 
out, and winning the QB job, but took 
more than his share of lumps along 

the way. 

Like Solich, he was tagged 
as a guy who couldn’t win the 
big game. And truth is, Crouch 
had been hardly stellar in 
crunch time. He entered 
Saturday's Game of the New 
Century 7-5 vs. ranked teams 
and having completed around 
40 percent of his passes. Off the 
field, his personal life is such a 
hot topic around football-sick 
Nebraska, you think he was the 
lead singer of some boy band. 

To his credit, the 22-year- 
old QB answers everything. 
Even those questions that 
should be out of bounds. 
Against the top ranked team in 
the BCS, he answered a more 
important question. He says 
he’s not worried about silencing 
any critics, but conceded seeing 
the placards some NU fans 
brought that had “Crouch: the 
Right Option” did make him 
smile. “Iam happy about all of 
that,” he says of the Heisman 
ground swell. 

These days, everything that 
seems to revolve around the 
Heisman circus sprouts from 
the hype generated by gaudy 
stats. Crouch doesn’t give you that. He's 
not Woodrow Dantzler and he’s not 
David Carr. Just keep in mind, that when 
it comes to evaluating the true measure 
of a quarterback, don’t scan the stat 


sheet, check out the scoreboard. 
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RUN FIRST. 
ASK QUESTIONS LATER. 


By Brian Rosenthal 
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ric Crouch knew the path he’d 

chosen when he committed to play 

football at Nebraska more than five 
years ago. 

Yes, he would play quarterback for 
the Cornhuskers. But playing quarterback 
at Nebraska isn’t like playing quarterback 
for many other Division | schools. 

Those other teams usually throw the 
ball, some of them a lot. At 
Nebraska, the quarterback’s 
biggest toss is usually to a 
sweeping I-back. 

But it’s been that way for 
years and years, and Crouch, a 
native Nebraskan, understood the 
mission he’d accepted. Run a lot, 
throw a little. 

For those players who leave 
high school hoping to eventually 
bark on a professional football 
career, playing quarterback for 
Nebraska probably doesn’t 
sound like such a great idea. 

As powerful as their program is, 
the Cornhuskers aren’t exactly 
known for producing NFL-style 
quarterbacks. 

“Everyone told me that,” 
Crouch said. “They said if you go 
to Nebraska, your chances of 
playing in the NFL are pretty 
much nil. Even before that, peo- 
ple doubted that I’d even be able 
to play quarterback in college.” 

But Crouch isn’t your average 
quarterback. He's always been an athlete 
first. A powerful runner, a leader. 

And now, he’s a Heisman Trophy 
winner. 

Make no doubt about it, Crouch has 
been beaming with pride since becoming 
the third Heisman Trophy winner in 
Nebraska history. It’s the most coveted 
individual award in college football, an 
award for the sport’s best athlete. 
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But Crouch is just as proud, if 
not a little prouder, of another award 
he'd earned before the Heisman 
Trophy. It’s the Davey O’Brien Award, 
and it’s presented annually to the best 
quarterback. 
That's right, the best quarterback. 
Normally a player who throws more 


interceptions than touchdowns doesn’t 


even get a sniff for such an honor— 
especially not when there are quarter- 
backs in Florida passing more often than 
cars on Interstate 80. 

But Crouch proved to the nation 
what he’s been trying to say to everyone 
all along. 

“You're still the quarterback of the 
football team, whether you're running or 
throwing,” Crouch said. 

For the record, Crouch is the fourth- 
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leading rushing quarterback in NCAA 
history and the third-leading rusher in 
Nebraska history with 3,434 yards and 
59 touchdowns. That's something that 
Florida’s Rex Grossman and Miami's Ken 
Dorsey can’t hold a candle to. 

“It's hard to fight for respect being a 
quarterback when you run the football,” 
Crouch said. “That's why I’m real proud 

about (the O’Brien) award.” 

The next step for Crouch 
could very well be in the NFL— 
yes, that very dream some said 
Crouch was abandoning when he 
decided to play at Nebraska in the 
first place. 

“I've been asked to play in 
these post-senior games as a quat- 
terback, and I’ve also been asked 
to play as an athlete, but more 
people, | think, want me to play 
quarterback,” Crouch said. “They 
want quarterbacks that have two 
dimensions to them. That's to my 
advantage, because that’s what | 
do here at Nebraska. 

“| think everyone is liking the 
fact that Donovan McNabb is 
doing so well in the NFL. His 
trademark run so far in his career is 
putting on all of his moves down 
by the goal line and scoring touch- 
downs. That's been a highlight 
forever on ESPN, and it always will 
be. He's setting standards.” 

In other words, Crouch thinks he 
stands a shot of not only playing in the 
NFL, but also playing quarterback. 

A long shot? Well, he’s been beating 
the odds so far. Why doubt him now? 

“I’m not going to let someone tell 
me | can’t do something,” Crouch said. 
“You've got to believe in yourself. That’s 
what made me have the strength to be 
determined to be the type of player 
that | am.” nsm 
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ost Husker fans, | suspect, will 

forever resurrect memories of 

Eric Crouch’s dazzling 
Nebraska football career from two 
momentous plays. 

The first, of course, was his touch- 
down reception on the receiving end of 
that wild and wacky double reverse pass 
from Mike Stuntz, a freshman quarterback 
moonlighting as a wingback. The play 
handed Nebraska a 20-10 win over 
Oklahoma. 

The second was Crouch’s 95-yard 
touchdown run against Missouri, which 
broke open a tight game, and left fans 
who saw the play gasping for breath. 
There was the daring escape from the 
clutches of a Tiger defender in the end 
zone, the belly-dancer wiggle that 
induced a Missouri cornerback to, well, 
sit down in confusion and another move 
downfield that left a Tiger tackler tied 
in knots. 

But those aren't the two plays by 
Crouch that will be most remembered 
here. The two plays | remember defined, 
for me, who and what the Husker senior 
was on a football field. 

The first was his touchdown run 
against lowa, when he lowered a shoulder 
into a Hawkeye cornerback and leveled 
him, stunned him, while en route to the 
end zone. 

The second was a completed pass to 
tight end Tracey Wistrom, made while 
Crouch was in the grasp of two tacklers, 
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PICK YOUR 
FAVORITE CROUCH 
HIGHLIGHT REEL 


By Terry Henion 


falling down, off balance and helpless. 
Still, he managed somehow to hurl the 
ball downfield where Wistrom made a 
diving catch for a crucial first down. 

That was the thing about Crouch. His 
“whatever it takes” attitude helped propel 
his team to the heights of college football 
and earned him the Heisman Trophy as 
America’s best collegiate player. 

For Bobby Newcombe, his old rival 
for the starting quarterback position at 
Nebraska, it always appeared to be about 
dancing in the spotlight. For Crouch, it 
always was about winning. The spotlight 
that shined so squarely on Crouch simply 
was a by-product of his winning attitude. 

Remember how close Nebraska 
came to losing Crouch? Coach Frank 
Solich made a mad dash to Omaha to 
retrieve a distraught Crouch who left the 
campus after losing the starting job to 
Newcombe. Solich has made plenty of 
mistakes as Nebraska’s head coach. But 
his realization that Crouch might actually 
consider leaving the program and his 
determination to keep him in Lincoln 
might have been the Husker coach’s most 
important call. 

From there, Solich built his entire 
offensive plan around Crouch. At times, 
Nebraska’s offense resembled the old 
single wing, with Crouch taking direct 
snaps from the shotgun formation and 
following his |-back through the hole. 
The Nebraska I-back as a lead blocker? 
Now THAT is showing respect for a 


player’s ability. 

There were times that Solich and 
Crouch, too, were criticized because the 
Husker quarterback kept the ball in his 
own hands so often. Some fans labeled 
that play as “selfish.” 

Solich grew up in Ohio, where the 
legendary Paul Brown once coached the 
even more legendary Jimmy Brown. 
Once, after a game in which Jimmy 
Brown had either run or caught the ball 
on 14 straight plays, a reporter dared 
question Paul Brown about using his star 
runner so often. 

The Browns’ mentor peered al 
the questioner and answered ever so 
condescendingly, “Young man, when 
you have a big gun, you shoot it just as 
often as you can...” 

When it came to using Crouch, Solich 
opted to lock and load at every turn. 

It will be a long time, if ever, before 
we see a Husker quarterback who can 
match Crouch’s will to win, his startling 
athletic abilities or his quiet confidence 
that helped carry teammates to heights 
they never imagined. 

And | think that I like it that way, 

When you grow accustomed to 
watching someone the caliber of Eric 
Crouch, both on and off the field, one 
thing emerges crystal clear... 

That son of a gun sure is a straight 


shooter. nsm 
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uf E MAY BE NO. 7 IN YOUR 
PROGRAM. BUT HE IS NO. 1 
IN THE HEARTS OF HUSKER 

FANS THE WORLD OVER, ERIC ... “ 


All right, all right as sportswriters we 


sometimes create an image of players 
that is larger than life. With Eric Crouch, 
however, hyperbole is truly hard to 
achieve. | mean the kid from west 
Omaha won the HEISMAN, to say 
nothing of being the starting QB at 
Nebraska for most of his four years. 

And he is going to lead the team in 
the national championship game in the 
Rose Bowl. Yeah, | said the ROSE 
BOWL—may not happen again in my 
lifetime and wouldn’t be happening 
without the gridiron grit of No. 7. 

But all of that is Eric the Quarterback. 
What about Eric the Person? 

He’s just so ... normal! And that 
what makes him hard to describe to 
my friends and colleagues who ask 
what Eric is like. | really can’t pinpoint it 
or nail it down. Physically, Eric is not too 
imposing, especially for a football star. 
(If you want to get his goat tell him you 
thought he would be bigger.) And he 
doesn’t act like a star. Yet he does his 
best to fill the role of living legend native 
son, but still tries to have a life. He's not 
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THE NORMAL KID 


By Jimmy Sheil 


perfect, but who is? 

Actually, | crossed paths with Eric 
before he was in contention for the back 
of the Nebraska quarter. 

| first encountered the Husker-to-be 
before | retired from the teaching 
profession (retired, couldn’t get hired, 
what's the difference, same result). | was 
a substitute teaching one day at Millard 
North High School in my favorite 
subject—PE. At the time, | had of course 
heard of the senior quarterback who had 
committed to NU, but | didn’t know 
what he looked like. 

One period | was supervising the 
weight room (ya’ know to make sure it 
didn’t go anywhere). The rule was seniors 
could work out without checking in with 
the supervisor. Everyone else had to ask 
my permission. | was sitting there acting 
like | was reading a book, while glancing 
at the senior cheerleaders on the stationary 
bikes when this guy, who wasn’t very big, 
walked up very respectfully, almost like he 
was doing an imitation of Oliver Twist 
and said something like “Please, Sir, may | 
work out?” 

| figured it was some sophomore 
or junior and said “Yeah sure.” | just 
happened to glance at the name on the 
sign-in sheet and saw Eric Crouch. | 
about choked on my Snickers bar. 

You see, as a sub, | got treated worse 
than the janitor. | had kids mockingly ask 
me if | dreamed of being a substitute 
teacher growing up. Kids blowing up 
balloons in my class etc, etc. And Eric 
Crouch, NU scholarship recruit, national 
player of the year asked the unkempt, 
disheveled part-time teacher, with 


mustard on his shirt, if he could work out? 
| think | started laughing and said 

“You're a senior you don’t have to ask.” 

Eric grinned sheepishly and said 

something like he knew subs get a hard 

time and he just wanted to make sure 

it was OK. 

From then on | was sold on Eric, 
until of course, the Texas fumble in 1998 
(ust kidding, Eric. But then again you 
ain’t that big anyway, so not too worried). 
| think what sold many Nebraskans on 
Eric is his “Nebraska-ness”; his ability to 
make you feel like you're just as good as 
he is. For whatever reason everybody 
feels like Eric is their brother. After the 
Colorado game, a usual comment was 
“Yeah, the Huskers got bombed, but | feel 
so bad for Eric.” As you know that 
worked out OK, and the pride of Millard 
North brought the Heisman home. 

And now speculation moves to 
where he might play in the NFL. He 
may even make me watch the NFL 
consistently. | occasionally tune into a 
Packer game to catch Ahman Green, but 
soon | get bored, and hope they just start 
talking about the Huskers. The NFL is 
just so blah. I’ve seen more passion ina 
curling match (To me baseball is the best 
sport anyway. | still can’t believe the play 
that second baseman made on Husker 
Adam Stern’s drag bunt in the ninth 
inning in the CWS.) 

So what is E.C. like? 

Maybe an average guy who does 
a decent job of handling the massive 
attention thrust upon him. And oh yeah, 


he has a Heisman on his counter. nsm 
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